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I.  Introduction 

In  January  1972,  the  Mattapan  Blockbusting  Task  Force  was 
formed  by  the  U.  S.  Department  of  Housing  and  Urban  Development  in 
response  to  community  concern.  The  goals  of  the  Task  Force  are  to 
"rehabilitate  non-federally  assisted  housing,  prevent  the  deterioration 
of  neighborhoods,  and  help  stabilize  the  community." 

At  the  first  few  meetings  of  the  Task  Force,  commercial 
changes  along  Blue  Hill  Avenue  were  identified  as  one  of  the  major 
factors  accelerating  deterioration  of  nearby  residential  neighborhoods. 
In  turn,  instability  of  residential  areas  have  influenced  deterioration  of 
commercial  segments  of  Blue  Hill  Avenue.  This  report  is  intended  to 
provide:  (1)  background  information  on  the  factors  affecting  the 
status  of  Blue  Hill  Avenue  as  a  viable  commercial  area,  (2)  preliminary 
commercial  and  residential  land  use  policies  and  (3)  possible 
strategies  for  improving  the  area. 

II.  The  Problem:  Decline  of  Blue  Hill  Avenue 

Blue  Hill  Avenue  at  one  time  attracted  a  significant  number 
of  shoppers.  Traffic  congestion,  lack  of  parking,  security  problems, 
store  obsolescence,  outward  shift  of  population  to  suburban  areas 
and  a  decline  in  physical  attractiveness  of  the  neighborhood  in  recent 
years  however,  have  led  to  the  decline  in  the  commercial  viability  of 
Blue  Hill  Avenue  in  Mattapan. 

Pedestrian  oriented  neighborhood  establishments  have  been 
particularly  hard  hit  by  changing  shopping  habits  and  have  been 
replaced  by  community  shopping  centers  offering  a  greater  variety  of 
goods.  Businesses  along  Blue  Hill  Avenue  have  been  directly  affected 
by  new  shopping  centers  located  along  major  highways  such  as  American 
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Legion  Highway  and  Cummins  Highway  (see  Map  I).  The  Hyde  Park  Center 
located  on  Cummins  Highway  is  anchored  by  Bradlees  and  a  Stop  and  Shop. 
The  Roslindale  Center,  located  along  American  Legion  Highway,  is 
anchored  by  Zayre's,  A&P,  Wool worth's  and  Purity  Supreme  Market.  Both 
shopping  centers  draw  customers  from  Roxbury,  Roslindale,  Hyde 
Park  and  Mattapan-Franklin. 

In  addition,  local  shopping  centers,  focused  around  super- 
markets (such  as  First  National  on  Blue  Hill  Avenue  and  Star  Market 
on  River  Street)  are  attracting  business  formerly  supporting  neigh- 
borhood oriented  variety  and  food  stores. 

National  trends  further  illustrate  the  problems  of  the 
neighborhood  retail  uses  along  Blue  Hill  Avenue.  Large  chain  stores 
and  supermarkets  are  operating  in  what  were  formerly  small  neighborhood 
business  locales.  The  chains'  high  volume,  low  price  standardized 
merchandise,  new  facilities  and  superior  marketing  techniques  have  induced 
shoppers  from  greater  distances  to  buy  their  goods  and  services.  Despite 
this  trend,  small  businesses  can  still  retain  some  advantages  through 
their  ability  to  provide  personalized  service  and  specialty  goods, 
reflecting  the  unique  taste  and  preferences  of  local  residents.  The 
convenience  they  offer  as  walk-in  establishments  also  enables  them  to 
survive  in  densely  populated  areas. 

III.  The  Neighborhood 

During  the  fifties  Mattapan  was  a  stable  middle  class 
neighborhood  with  good  schools  and  a  viable  commercial  area. 
Mattapan  had  seen  very   little  change  in  more  than  four  or  five  decades. 
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Yankee  families  lived  in  Mattapan  before  World  War  I  and  they  were 
replaced  by  Jewish  families  who  settled  in  the  Wellington  Hill  and 
Morton  Street  areas.  The  Lower  Mills  and  St.  Angela's  Parish  areas 
remained  primarily  inhabited  by  Irish  Catholic  families. 

In  the  middle  1950' s,  when  new  home  construction  increased 
in  the  suburbs,  young  Jewish  families  began  moving  out  of  Mattapan 
for  the  suburbs.  Later,  during  the  mid  1960's  Black  families  desiring 
a  better  environment,  with  the  help  of  B.B.U.R.G.  Mortgages,  moved  into 
the  formerly  Jewish  area  of  Mattapan-Franklin,  so  that  in  1970,  nearly 
23  percent  of  the  population  was  Black  compared  to  0.3  percent  in  1960. 

Since  1970,  real  estate  speculation  and  the  exodus  of 
white  families  appears  to  have  subsided.  Several  local  groups  and 
agencies  including  St.  Angela's  Church  and  the  Mattapan  Neighborhood 
Block  Association  have  attempted  to  encourage  white  families  to  remain 
in  Mattapan.  This  effort  has  been  complemented  by  those  of  other  civic 
improvement  groups  attempting  to  prevent  the  type  of  deterioration  in 
Mattapan  that  has  occurred  to  the  north  along  Blue  Hill  Avenue. 

These  recent  population  trends  have  affected  both  the 
nature  and  viability  of  Blue  Hill  Avenue  commercial  areas,  especially 
at  the  Morton  Street  intersection.  With  a  change  in  the  composition 
of  the  population,  local  stores,  serving  the  unique  tastes  of  the 
Jewish  community,  were  not  able  to  survive.  As  vacancies  have 
occurred,  real  estate  offices,  fast  food  establishments  and  other 
marginal  commercial  uses  have  replaced  not  only  commercial  uses  but 
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also  residential  uses  along  the  strip. 

Meanwhile,  Mattapan  Square,  having  a  larger  and  more 
diversified  trading  area  (parts  of  Milton  and  other  areas  of 
Mattapan  which  have  not  experienced  substantial  population  change) 
has  survived  this  population  shift. 

IV.  Possible  Solutions 

A.  Strengthening  Commercial  Viability 
1.  Mattapan  Square 

Mattapan  Square  acts  as  a  community-wide  center, 
supplying  a  variety  of  goods,  from  groceries  to  furs,  and  providing 
ample  off-street  parking  and  easy  access.  Two  or  three  specialty 
shops  along  Blue  Hill  Avenue  anchor  the  Square  and  well-located  off- 
street  parking  behind  Blue  Hill  Avenue  stores  provides  for  easy  access 
to  the  Square's  shopping  facilities. 

Mattapan  Square  could  be  strengthened  through  one  or  more  of 
the  following  improvements: 

a.  Linking  off-street  parking  areas  with  improved  pedestrian 
walkways—possible  creation  of  pedestrian  mall. 

b.  Easier  access—changes  in  traffic  flow  and  traffic 
signal ization  including  elimination  of  some  angle 
parking,  addition  of  pedestrian  islands,  and  sidewalk 
widenings. 

c.  Attraction  of  an  "anchor"  retail  store. 

d.  Improved  image  via  beautification,  sign  controls,  and 
plantings. 

Such  improvements  would  allow  the  Square  to  compete  more  favorably  with  other 
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community-wide  commercial  facilities  discussed  earlier  in  this 
report. 

2.  Morton  Street  Local  Commercial  Area 

The  Morton  Street  local  shopping  area  provides 
services  for  the  Franklin  Field  community  and  northern  portions  of 
Mattapan.  During  the  1950' s,  when  the  Jewish  community  was  centered 
in  Franklin  Field  and  Wellington  Hill,  a  focal  point  was  the  G  &  G 
Delicatessen  and  a  cluster  of  markets  and  butchers.  Since  that  time 
the  Jewish  community  has  dwindled  in  size  and  many  of  the  commercial 
services  mentioned  above  have  left  the  area.  Realty  agents  and 
marginal  retail  uses  have  been  substituted.  Strengthening  of  local 
retail  services  is  needed  in  the  Morton  Street  Area,  but  a  more 
complete  study  by  Mattapan  and  Franklin  Field  groups  is  a  prerequisite 
for  any  recommended  solution  in  this  area. 

3.  Walk  Hill  Street  Shopping  Area 

The  Walk  Hill  commercial  strip  located  between 
Babson  and  Norfolk  Streets  serves  neighborhood  needs.  Although  the 
variety  of  stores  and  services  in  that  area  is  large,  many  of  these 
are  not  appropriate  to  a  local  retail  area  (auto  supply  retail  uses). 
In  addition,  an  increasing  number  of  boarded-up  buildings  are  having 
a  deteriorating  effect  on  the  viable  services  existing  in  the  area. 

A  recommended  course  of  action  would  be  to: 
(1)  intensify  commercial  uses  through  renovation  of  the  boarded-up 
buildings,  (2)  introduce  an  institutional  use  into  the  area, 
such  as  a  teen  center  (already  existing  in  the  area  is  the  Mattapan 
Branch  of  the  public  library)  and  (3)  tighten  up  signs  in  the  area. 


B.  Stabilizing  Housing 

There  are  many  solid  residential  areas  along  Blue  Hill 
Avenue.  In  addition  to  two-  and  three-family  homes,  four  to  six 
story  apartment  houses  (some  which  have  been  remodeled)  are  scattered 
along  the  Avenue. 

There  are  many  solid  one  and  two  family  residential 
neighborhoods  on  the  streets  neighboring  Blue  Hill  Avenue.  Housing 
west  of  the  Avenue  tends  to  be  newer  and  in  better  condition  than 
housing  to  the  east.  Few  residential  vacancies  exist  even  on  streets 
where  boarded  up  Blue  Hill  Avenue  stores  are  visible  to  residences. 

Improvements  in  neighborhoods  surrounding  Blue  Hill 
Avenue  can  be  helped  along  via  code  enforcement  programs. 

Improving  the  homes  and  apartment  buildings  in  this 
area  also  requires  extending  residential  uses  into  those  marginal 
commercial  areas  which  have  had  deteriorating  effects  on  nearby 
residences.  Some  scattered  sites  exist.  For  example,  a  large  vacant 
site  located  just  above  Mattapan  Square  is  presently  utilized  for  a 
billboard.  This  site  is  a  gateway  to  the  square  and  appears  to  be 
more  appropriate  for  housing. 

C.  Land  Use  Policies 

1.  Limit  Existing  Commercial  Areas 

It  is  recommended  that  shopping  facilities  along 
Blue  Hill  Avenue  be  limited  to  existing  viable  areas  such  as  Mattapan 
Square,  Walk  Hill  Street  and  Morton  Street.  Housing,  recreational 
and  other  compatible  uses  should  fill  in  areas  where  strip  commercial 
has  proliferated.  This  policy  is  illustrated  on  Map  2. 
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2.  Enhance  Mattapan  Square  as  a  Community  Wide  Shopping 
Area 

Mattapan  Square  is  a  viable  community-wide 
shopping  facility  that  should  be  strengthened.  Steps  should  also  be 
taken  to  improve  the  gateways  to  the  square  from  the  north  and  south. 
The  impression  that  deterioration  is  creeping  towards  Mattapan  Square 
needs  to  be  altered. 

3.  Strengthen  Walk  Hill  Street  Shopping  -  Area 

The  small  local  commercial  center  along  Blue  Hill 
Avenue  at  Walk  Hill  should  be  strengthened.  This  center  is  located 
at  a  busy  intersection  and  acts  as  a  gateway  to  the  residential 
areas  in  Mattapan. 

4.  Concentrate  Morton  Street  Commercial  Area 

The  commercial  center  at  Morton  Street  and  Blue 
Hill  Avenue  is  in  need  of  major  redevelopment  efforts  by  private 
investors  and  public  organizations.  Major  transportation,  commercial 
facilities  and  safety  improvements  are  needed  in  order  to  overcome 
the  physical  and  environmental  problems  of  the  locale. 

5.  Extend  Residential  Areas 

It  is  recommended  that  the  rest  of  the  area  along 
Blue  Hill  Avenue  in  Mattapan  that  is  currently  occupied  by  commercial 
clusters  be  used  for  residential  or  other  compatible  uses.  Since 
land  costs  are  high  and  public  transportation  facilities  are  readily 
available,  apartments  or  condominiums  for  elderly  persons,  single 
persons  or  young  couples  without  children  are  recommended  in  these 
areas. 
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V.  Proposed  Strategy 

Strengthening  Blue  Hill  Avenue's  commercial  centers, 
encouraging  housing  development  and  other  compatible  uses  and 
beautifying  Blue  Hill  Avenue  are  long  term  goals  that  can  only  be 
achieved  through  the  coordinated  efforts  of  local  community  groups, 
private  investors  and  relevant  public  agencies.  For  the  purpose  of 
discussion  among  community  residents,  businessmen  and  public  agencies 
involved,  a  four  part  strategy  for  achieving  these  goals  is  proposed 
as  follows: 

1.  Identify  vacant  or  developed  parcels  which  are  ripe  for 
new  uses. 

2.  Introduce  tighter  sign  controls  and  urban  beautification 
measures  to  improve  the  appearance  of  existing  commercial 
areas. 

3.  Recommend  changes  in  the  text  of  the  zoning  ordinance  to 
conform  with  agreed  upon  land  use  policies. 

4.  Initiate  physical  improvements  in  the  three  commercial 
centers. 

A.  Potential  Reuse  for  Vacant  Land  and  Buildings 
1.  Vacant  Land 

Vacant  parcels  in  the  area  are  few  and  their 
existence  have  had  some  deteriorating  affect  on  adjacent  parcels. 
Some  are  littered,  contain  large  unsightly  billboards  or  are  storage 
areas  without  proper  fencing  screening  them  from  the  residential 
community.  More  enforcement  of  existing  ordinances  is  required  in 
these  areas.  Reuse  possibilities  include  open  space,  housing, 
appropriate  commercial  activities  and  off-street  parking. 
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2.   Vacant  Buildings 

Vacant  buildings  along  Blue  Hill  Avenue  fa.ll 
within  two  categories:  (1)  boarded  up  stores  and  (2)  buildings  with 
large,  underutilized  floor  areas.  For  both  types,  reuse  proposals 
depend  upon  community  land  use  policy  and  economic  feasibility. 
Generally,  for  vacant  structures,  with  limited  market  demand, 
selective  clearance  should  be  considered.  Structurally  sound 
buildings  with  adequate  floor  areas  may  be  rehabilitated  and 
reused  for  appropriate  uses  in  accordance  with  adopted  land  use 
policies. 

B.  Sign  Controls  and  Beautifi cation  Measures 

The  image  of  the  commercial  areas  could  be  improved 
through  the  enactment  of  new  sign  controls  and  investments  in  plantings 
or  outdoor  furniture.  Uniform  sign  controls  would  induce  businessmen, 
who  are  currently  afraid  that  their  own  signs  will  be  hidden  by  other 
signs,  to  construct  better  designed  signs  and  would  give  existing 
business  areas  a  more  prosperous  and  well  kept  appearance. 

C.  Modifications  to  Zoning  Ordinance 

One  step  in  stregthening  existing  commercial  areas, 
in  encouraging  private  development  that  conforms  to  land  use  policies, 
and  in  protecting  new  development  from  incompatible  uses,  is  to 
modify  the  zoning  ordinance  as  it  applies  to  particular  uses  along 
Blue  Hill  Avenue. 

D.  Physical  Improvements  (as  outlined  for  the  three  commercial 
areas  in  section  -  IV  A). 


